Mangbetu ivories: innovations between 1910 and 1914 by Geary, Christraud
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
African Studies Center Papers in the African Humanities
1990
Mangbetu ivories: innovations




INNOVATIONS BETWEEN 1910 AND 1914 
By Enid Sc/zildkrout 
and Curtis A Keim 
AH Number 5 (1990) 
Copyright 1990 by the authors. 
This paper was presented at the Seminar on Material Culture held 
at Boston University in December 1988, as part of the project on 
"African Expressions of the Colonial Experience. 
Publication of this paper was made possible by an interpretive 
research grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities. 
African Studies Center 
Boston University 
270 Bay State Road 
Boston, MA 02215 USA 
MANGBETU IVORIES: 
INNOVATIONS BETWEEN 1910 AND 1914 
By Enid Schildkrout and Curtis A. Keim 
Between 1909 and 1915 two American Museum of Natural 
History scientists-a mammalogist, Herbert Lang, and an ornithologist, 
James Chapin-collected and studied the "natural history" of 
northeastern Zaire. Although not specifically trained in ethnographic 
work, Lang and Chapin investigated African material culture as they 
did other classes of (mainly zoological) objects. They brought back 
over 4,000 "specimens" of material culture, each one documented as to 
date and place of collection, native name, use, details of manufacture 
including the name of the maker (if known), and any information 
they could gather as to symbolic meaning. The collection is so detailed 
and extensive, and so concentrated on one region, that from it we are 
able to document changes in the material culture of northeastern 
Zaire during these crucial five years at the dawn of the Belgian 
colonial regime. 1 In this paper we discuss specifically the history 
revealed by the ivories that Lang collected. 
Agents of the Congo Free State had made their presence felt in 
northeastern Zaire from 1891. By the time Lang and Chapin reached 
the town of Niangara, which lies on the border between the Mangbetu 
and Zande areas, there had been more than a hundred Europeans in 
1
see Schildkrout and Keim, 1990: 233-57. 
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the area. A military outpost, with a few Europeans and several 
hundred African troops from other areas, had been· established and by 
the late 1890s forced labor and forced rubber collecting were under 
way. It was clear that there was little alternative for various local 
chiefs but to accommodate the European presence in some way. 
Chiefs who did not cooperate were disciplined or deposed. 
Missionaries, who had arrived much earlier in some other parts of 
Zaire, were just beginning to arrive in the northeast. 
Lang and Chapin made the three-month march into the region 
from Avakubi-the last stop of the river steamers on the Congo 
River-in 1909. They remained for five years and established a number 
of base camps from which they went on hunting and collecting 
expeditions. They had a regular work force of fifteen people but over 
the whole time of the expedition employed some 38,000 porters. The 
extent of their collecting necessitated several trips back to the west 
coast for supplies, and packing and sending back the collections at the 
end of the expedition took over a year. Their main bases were on 
either side of the forest-savanna border, for they were interested in 
collecting fauna from the numerous micro-environments of the region. 
They were first attracted to the northeast because a number of rare 
species were known to occur in the Ituri forest and in the forest 
fringe. In particular, they were looking for specimens of the okapi and 
the white rhinoceros to augment the mammal displays in the 
Museum's new Akeley Hall. 
The two scientists established bases at several places, among 
them Niangara and the nearby village of a chief named Okondo. 
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Okondo was a Mangbetu ruler, although he himself came from a 
different clan, the Matchaga. Okondo's senior wife, Nenzima, then 
about sixty-five years old, was a sister of Mbunza, the Mangbetu chief 
· encountered by the first European to visit the region, Georg 
Schweinfurth, in 1870. Okondo was exceptionally accommodating to 
Europeans, supplying labor more or less willingly and often 
entertaining travelers. Lang, the head of the expedition and the one 
who did most of the ethnographic collecting, stayed for many months 
in Okondo's village and made it his base for expeditions into the 
surrounding region. 2 
Lang had specific expectations of Mangbetu culture that he 
acquired mainly from interpretations of travel accounts by 
Schweinfurth and other visitors of the 1870s and 1880s. When he first 
arrived, he looked for the great hall he had read about in 
Schweinfurth's account, an immense building 150 feet long by 50 feet 
wide and 40 feet high_ Since each Mangbetu chief built a new capital, 
Mbunza's hall no longer existed, but Okondo promised Lang that on 
his return from a collecting trip, he would find one. True to his word, 
Okondo had a great hall built, measuring 200 feet long by 80 feet wide 
and 35 feet high, ensuring that the ruler would live up to Mbunza's 
reputation. In this and other ways, a particular version of Mangbetu 
culture was created in this period that fulfilled the expectations that 
Schweinfurth had put into the minds of Europeans. 
2For more on the America Museum of Natural History Congo Expedition, see 
Schildkrout and Keim, 1990: 47-67. 
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The Ivories 
When Lang returned to America after the expedition he wrote a 
paper called "Famous Ivory Treasures of a Negro King" (191& 527-52)-
the king being Okondo. Lang extolled the Mangbetu as "foremost 
among negros in the carving of ivory, which is so essentially 
connected with luxury. Their kings alone, by continued encouragement 
of it, succeeded in building up so difficult an art" (191& 529). In an 
interesting footnote Lang compares the Mangbetu ivories to those of 
Benin and Loango, decrying the corrupt foreign influence in both of 
those cases. 
The famous ivory carvings from the former negro 
kingdom of Benin, on the Niger delta, show a 
strong infusion of foreign influence, and can hardly 
be attributed to pure negro art. Nor can the natives 
of Loango (north of the mouth of the Congo) make 
any legitimate claim; for they are encouraged by 
traders and other white men to make processionally 
carved tusks, which sometimes are skillfully 
executed, but which represent a motley of 
European ideas badly jumbled in a negro's brain 
(Lang 1918: 529). 
The Mangbetu, in contrast, according to Lang were "shielded from 
foreign influence" because they Ii ved so far inland. 
There is no doubt, however, that by Lang's day northeastern 
Zaire and the southern Sudan had felt the ravages of the Arab slave 
Mangbetu artists carved ivory into numerous objects. Initial shaping 
was done with an axe and further carving with an adze, as seen here. 
For finer detail, a knife with a long handle and single-edged small 
blade was used. The ivory surface was then smoothed with a 
moistened leaf containing silica crystals. 
Okondo's village, c. 1909-15. 
American Museum of Natural History Archives. 
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and ivory trade. Among the peoples of northeastern Zaire, including 
the Mangbetu, Azande, and Barambo, it appears that in the mid-
nineteenth century, before the beginning of the ivory trade to the 
north, ivory was mostly reserved for important persons and prestige 
objects and its use was rare. When Schweinfurth visited the Mangbetu 
they had been involved in the ivory trade for fess than ten years. He 
described in Ar:es Africanae (1875) just one ivory belt ornament for the 
Mangbetu and Azande. The only other ivory object that Schweinfurth 
observed in this area was an ivory trumpet at Mbunza's court that was 
so large that the musician could not raise it higher than a horizontal 
position (1874, Vol. 2: 44, 50). 
After ivory trading was established, it became one of the 
principal factors influencing local political and economic 
relationships. The ivory traders helped the Matchaga who killed 
Mbunza and took his territory in 1871 By the 1880s ivory was crucial 
to the relationships between kings and their vassals. The Italian 
Gaetano Casati wrote: 
Ivory constitutes one of the riches of princes: 
powerful is that king who has vast magazines full 
of the precious production. Jacoda, chief of the 
Maigo [Mayogo ], has the enclosure of his royal 
residence surrounded with piles of colossal 
elephants' tusks; Azanga adorns the doors of his 
habitation with ivory. Minor princes coming to 
render reverential homage to a great king, are 
accustomed to lay before him pieces of ivory, 
valuable from their size, colour, or brilliancy of 
surface (1891, vol. 1: 143-44). 
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One or more tusks from every elephant killed belonged to the 
chief, and minor chiefs had to send tusks to those with greater power. 
Casati reported that when a minor chief refused to send his superior 
the feet and one tusk of an elephant, his village was burned to the 
ground (1891, Vol. 1: 144). 
By the early 1880s, when Casati and the German Wilhelm 
Junker visited the Mangbetu, ivory seems to have been in wider use 
than only ten years earlier in Schweinfurth's time. They noted the 
existence of ivory horns, hat and hair pins, bracelets, and mortars. 
Casati saw many ivory pins, "with which men fasten their straw hats 
and women their hair." The mortars were used for "seeds and herbs" 
though not staple grains (Casati 1891, Vol. 1: 125, 144; Junker 1891: 209, 
214; 1892: 30, 115). In general, however, while ivory was in wider use in 
the last decades of the century, it was still reserved for luxury goods 
and for important personages. Casati wrote that large horns were 
reserved for kings while lesser chiefs used horns which were of a size 
that could also be used during hunting (1891, Vol. 1: 144). The only 
other purely utilitarian objects made of ivory, even in Lang's time, 
were the heads of small hammers used to beat bark cloth. The Belgian 
government collected a number of ivory-handled prestige knives and 
ivory horns in the Uele region during the period of the Congo Free 
Mangbetu knives of this type were used for carving wood and ivory. 
The hand carved on this ivory handle was said by the artist to 
represent his own hand. 
Photograph by Lynton Gardiner. 
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State (1891-1908) (some of which are in the Central Africa Museum in 
Tervuren, the Army Museam in Brussels, and the American Museum 
of Natural History in New Yorki 
Since kil::.gs were generally able to contro: :he ivory trade, 
ivory was de~ined as a luxury good. Most of it was exported down the 
Nile River, but when. it was fashioned into objects for local use, most 
quickly became associated with wealth and power. Lang believed-and 
the Mangbe~u seem to have led him to this conclusion-that the 
paucity of :,le ivory objects was due to the facts that kings owned 
most such objects, and that upon a king's death all of his property was 
buried with him or destroyed: 
One might hope to find within the court large 
stores of ivory treasures accumulated for hundreds 
of years, as ivory by right belonged to the the king. 
But at the death of a ruler barbarian custom 
demanded immediate destruction of his residence 
and all his property. So it happ,::s :tzl 0rrly recent 
objects are found at the royal headquarters, and the 
Museum party was fortunate that, because of some 
superstition, the famous Okondo, last of these kings, 
was willing to part with the best he had, ordering 
other objects to be made by his most skilled artists 
(Lang 1918: 532). 
There is some evidence that the Mangbetu-or Lang himself-
may have fabricated the stories that convinced Lang that the ivory 
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The engravings on this ivory horn were made by a Zande artist and 
depict images of daily life in the Uele region. See here are pictographs 
of an artist cutting an ivory horn, Barambo fighting in boats. and a 
woman dressing her husband's hair as he stretches out on a bench. 
Photograph by Lynton Gardiner. 
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treasures he received from Okondo were part of a long-standing 
Mangbetu art tradition. The very existence of large quantities of 
carved old ivories seems open to questior.; it is more likely that such 
objects were indeed rare, and i:either a common part of court 
traditions nor destroyed at a king's death. None of the ivory objects 
collected or described among the Mangbetu before Lang were 
anthropomorphic. Much of the royal ivory that Lang collected in 
Okondo's court was newly conceivd work produced between 1910 and 
1914 or shortly before. 
Lang made much of the status of ivory carvers in the court of 
King Okondo. He collected a good deal of ivory, some of it 
commissioned by himself and some of it said to be the property of the 
king, or made for the king. In the course of his five-year stay in the 
region, the production of ivory objects increased greatly. Moreover, by 
the end of Lang's stay, a few Mangbetu carvers, whom Lang 
photographed doing their work, were producing objects for Europeans. 
They made both pieces of trad:li::'.:.ac character and pieces imitating 
European objects. 
Lang's explanation of the status of the artists of Okondo's 
court, in particular the ivory carvers, is based on an exaggerated 
evaluation of the intertwined power of the chiefs and the artists they 
employed. It is fascinating that Lang's field notes are fairly 
straightforward and accurate descriptions of what he saw, and what 
was told to him, with little exaggeration and hyperbole. But his one 
published analysis of ethnographic material, written three years after 
he returned, incorporates every bias and exaggeration current at the 
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Iron and ivory, both prestigious materials, were combined in display 
knives around the turn of the century. This dagger, collected during 
the period of the Congo Free State, is a typical shape for northeastern 
Zaier, although the abstract form of the head is unusual. 
Photograph by Lynton Gardiner. 
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time. His article includes a sensationalist account of past-but 
unspecified-Mangbetu chiefs, depicting them to have been fearsome 
tyrants, who regularly slaughtered dozens of prisoners as food for 
their courts. He admited never having seen cannibalism, or even the 
"piles of skulls" of victims, but he maintained that this reputation was 
itself a buttress to chiefs' power, inspiring fear in ordinary subjects 
and the artists who sought the protection of the court. The artists 
were, according to Lang's post-expedition analysis, among the few 
"superior men" among the Africans, and they also were the basis of 
royal power, since-according to Lang-the multitudes flocked to court 
to see their work: 
Perhaps it was the fact that these rulers surrounded 
themselves with the few men of talent and ability 
they could bring together that raised Mangbetu 
domination to such heights. No wonder thousands 
of subjects flocked to· the court to see the 
sp'!ctacular exhibitions. Thus we can understand 
why tyrants, who daily slaughtered a dozen 
prisoners bound to the stake, to furnish meat for 
their household of hundreds of queens, would grant 
generous protection to artists. These, in turn, 
surrounded by a bewildering chaos of rapidly rising 
and falling destinies, had grave reasons to please 
their master, and naturally strove to outdo one 
another in eager competition. Credited by popular 
belief with supernatural acquisition of talent, they 
formed a small caste to which access could be 
gained only through initiation, and anyone 
attempting to compete with them invited severe 
misfortune or forfeited his life (p. 530). 
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Among the more traditional objects that were carved were 
several enormous ivory horns. Lang bought the tusks for these and 
commissioned them from the carvers. They cannot be played as horns, 
for he told the artists not to take the time to finish the holes, so that 
they could carve other objects for him. 
One of the most spectacular "traditional" ivory objects Lang 
collected was an ivory, wood, and elephant and okapi skin war horn 
which was made by Karibu, one of the Mangbetu ivory carvers who 
worked at Okondo's court. 3 Such horns, whether used in war or not, 
were said by the Mangbetu to contain medicines wh:ch made them 
important symbols of power. In addition to horns, the ivory carvers 
made a harp of ivory and okapi skin, elegant hairpins, which were 
indeed worn, and a profusion of art objects made for gifts. Among 
these are utilitarian objects rendered useless by being made in ivory, 
such as an ivory hunting bow, ivory spatulas, and a set of ivory 
spoons, knives, and forks carved for Lang to replace his simple pewter 
tableware that the Mangbetu carvers deemed beneath his status. There 
are napkin rings, letter openers, rings, and bracelets, as well as small 
3 
Karibu is a Lingala, not a Mangbetu word. Lingala was the European lingua franca in 
the Congo and the name indicates some sort of interaction with Europeans or soldiers from 
other parts of the Congo. 
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carvings. The carvings have the elongated head, which in this period 
became the signature of Mangbetu work, and which Lang reported 
was made to depict Queen Nenzima. It is interesting that many of the 
carved figures on these objects made for Europeans hold their arms in 
the same position as on some of the oldest wooden knife handles-one 
in front, and one behind. 
The ivory carvers clearly delighted in producing. a tremendous 
variety of objects, and the work suggests that they relished the artistic 
freedom that their new patron, Herbert Lang, provided. One carver 
took a piece of diseased ivory and carved many heads in it. He 
explained to Lang that it was the story of a lineage, each head 
representing a different relative. While most of the carving was done 
by a few Mangbetu artists, a Zande artist, Saza, began to incise 
pictures on the ivory. Saza signed his work "Saza Avungura Poko" 
(Avungura, the Zande ruling clan; Poko, the colonial post at which the 
object was made). He had a collection of European magazines and 
incorporated images of Europeans on his carvings on ivory horns and 
boxes, and on calabashes. However, most of Saza's works were scenes 
of African li~e, of the Mangbetu, the Barambo, and the Azande. Lang's 
notes carefully record the stories behind these pictures, which tell us a 
good deal about male/female relations, the division of labor, 
technology, politics and dispute settlement, inter-ethnic war, relations 
with Europeans, nd styles of adornment, animal mythology, and other 
matters. Some pieces are the products of both Karibu, the Mangbetu 
carver, and Saza, the Zande graphic artist, whom Lang apparently 
brought together. 
16 
Saza ( center), a Zande ivory carver, with a Zande man and a Makere 
woman. 
Poko, 1913. 
American Museum of Natural History Archives. 
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An interesting point about this innovative work in ivory is that 
like other genres of Mangbetu art that flourished in this period, at the 
dawn of Belgian colonial rule, it did not turn directly into an export 
art for Europeans on any significant scale. Although some pieces were 
probably made after Lang departed, the vast collection of ivory works 
in the American Museum made by Saza and Karibu and a few other 
artists do not seem to be duplicated in other collections. While a 
tourist art of small ivory animals obviously developed in Zaire as in 
other parts of Africa, it does not seem to grow out of this tradition. 
There are, one must note, no carvings of animals in the Mangbetu 
ivc-ry work. The ivories that were made during Lang's stay in 
northeastern Zaire, although in some cases commissioned by him, were 
particular to this time and place. They were made for Okondo, Lang, 
and perhaps a few others, and similar works never made their way 
into an export market. 
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